Design Research Society

DRS Digital Library
DRS Biennial Conference Series

DRS2004 - Futureground

Nov 17th, 12:00 AM

A Design Approach to Trends and Forecasting.
Martyn Evans
University of Salford

Follow this and additional works at: https://dl.designresearchsociety.org/drs-conference-papers

Citation
Evans, M. (2004) A Design Approach to Trends and Forecasting., in Redmond, J., Durling, D. and de Bono,
A (eds.), Futureground - DRS International Conference 2004, 17-21 November, Melbourne, Australia.
https://dl.designresearchsociety.org/drs-conference-papers/drs2004/researchpapers/130

This Research Paper is brought to you for free and open access by the Conference Proceedings at DRS Digital
Library. It has been accepted for inclusion in DRS Biennial Conference Series by an authorized administrator of DRS
Digital Library. For more information, please contact DL@designresearchsociety.org.

A Design Approach to Trends and Forecasting.

How do designers engage with trends?

Martyn Evans

How are they informed, and how do they inform trends?

University of Salford

This paper engages with the literature, design thinking, theory and practice on trend
forecasting. It investigates how designers use trend forecasting in their design
process and how they in turn, embody and predict trends through their own
engagement with the drivers behind them – social, cultural, technological, economic,
political and environmental.
Trend forecasting utilises a multi-disciplinary approach drawing upon expertise from
outside of the design domain. This includes input from futurologists, trend
forecasters, psychologists, technologists, sociologists, and scenario builders as well
as designers. The information and insights formed are utilised within the design
process, by designers, to inform, validate and endorse design decisions. The
methods used to convey this information – primarily visual, yet factually grounded –
are the triggers that designers utilise. The appropriateness of these communication
methods to the design process will be considered.
Scenario Planning is one of the central approaches utilised in trend forecasting and
provides the link between the future and strategy. Lindgren and Bandhold (2003)
identify that the new millennium has increased the need for organisations to prepare
for the non-preparable. Designers are essential in this process and help to formalise
organisational strategy. Their approach to this is multidisciplinary and draws upon
various concepts, models and tools.
The paper uses case studies to illustrate the transition from the product focused to
the cultural orientation of designers. It engages with ‘Design for Future Needs’ – the
work of BEDA (The Bureau of European Designers’ Associations) – a Europe-wide
research project that has investigated how design methods can assist in effectively
improving quality of life.
Future focused design has played a role in shaping the decisions of designers for
many years. This paper will identify the methods designers use to envision the future
and discuss how these methods may be formalised and further integrated into the
process of design.
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Abstract
How do designers engage with trends?
How are they informed, and how do they inform trends?
This paper engages with the literature, design thinking, theory and practice on
trend forecasting. It investigates how designers use trend forecasting in their
design process and how they in turn, embody and predict trends through their
own engagement with the drivers behind them - social, cultural, technological,
economic, political and environmental.
Trend forecasting utilises a multi-disciplinary approach drawing upon
expertise from outside of the design domain. This includes input from
futurologists, trend forecasters, psychologists, technologists, sociologists, and
scenario builders as well as designers. The information and insights formed
are utilised within the design process, by designers, to inform, validate and
endorse design decisions. The methods used to convey this information –
primarily visual, yet factually grounded – are the triggers that designers utilise.
The appropriateness of these communication methods to the design process
will be considered.
Scenario Planning is one of the approaches utilised in trend forecasting
and provides the link between the future and strategy. Lindgren and Bandhold
(2003) identify that the new millennium has increased the need for
organisations to prepare for the non-preparable. Designers are essential in
this process and help to formalise organisational strategy. Their approach to
this is multidisciplinary and draws upon various concepts, models and tools.
The paper uses case studies to illustrate the importance of future
thinking in the design process engaging with ‘Design for Future Needs’ EU
research project. Future focused design has played a role in shaping the
decisions of designers for many years. This paper will identify the methods
designers use to envision the future and discuss how these methods may be
formalised and further integrated into the process of design.
1. Introduction
Designers look into the future and attempt to provide products and services
that are required, desired and suitable for the needs of the user and the
environment they occupy. The decisions designers make about the future is
intrinsic part of the design process. Their ability to transform the intangible into
the tangible is a valuable commodity. The future – time that is still to come –
Evans, Martyn (2004) A Design Approach to Trends and Forecasting
FUTUREGROUND: The Design Research Society Conference, Monash University, Melbourne, Australia, 17-21 November 2004
T: +44 (0) 161 295 6159 | E: m.d.evans@salford.ac.uk

and in particular events and conditions occurring or existing in that time,
presents the designer with a problem. The ability to actually be able to see
into the future is a quality designers are, at least to my knowledge, not given
at birth. Their passing through an art college education and out into the world
of industry, again doesn’t confirm their ‘crystal ball gazing’ credentials. Yet,
designers are called upon to provide solutions and insights for the future –
and how it will (or could) be.
The emergent field of Future Studies has developed in recent years.
This new field of social inquiry has been created whose purpose is the
systematic study of the future. It is sometimes called futures studies, the
futures field, futures research, futuristics, prospective, or prognostics. Its
practitioners are known as futurists (Bell 1997).
2. Terminology
2.1 Design education and practice attempts to provide designers with a
framework to conduct their ‘future’ activities. Numerous approaches and
terminology is apparent with regard to the future. Some of these approaches
have are associated with design disciplines, and some appropriated by
designers as their relevance evident. Many of these terms overlap, with
terminology seemingly interchangeable. This adds to the confusion often
associated with envisioning the future.
2.2 Trend: A general direction in which something is developing or changing.
Lindgren & Bandhold (2003) consider a trend to be something that represents
a deeper change than a fad. A trend by definition is has already begun – its
existence implies that it already has an inclination. Cornish (2004) identifies a
trend is spotted rather than created. This can lead to the situation of ‘selffulfilling prophesy’ where the act of identifying a trend confirms its existence
and thus reinforces its direction or tendency.
2.3 Forecasting: A forecast is a simple or complex look at the qualities and
probabilities of a future event or trend. Coates (1996) notes that futurists
differentiate between the forecast, which is generally not point-specific to time
or place, and the prediction, a specific, usually quantitative statement about
some future outcome. Forecasting seeks to anticipate the future on the basis
of historical and current knowledge and trends.
2.3 Trend Forecasting (or Projection): If we consider that a trend is something
that has already begun, being able to identify where it may end is important
within many industries. Cornish (2004) reasons that when data is available, a
trend can be plotted to show changes through time. Trend lines can be
projected into the future often on the basis of the recent rate of change. Such
a projection shows where a trend should be at some point in the future
assuming there is no shift in the rate of change.
2.4 Trend Life Cycles: Each trend has a predictable path which it follows from
the moment the first glimmers of a new direction appear until the last time the
trend has any significance. This path includes seven distinct steps which,
taken together, form the life cycle of a trend. Following a classic bell curve the
Evans, Martyn (2004) A Design Approach to Trends and Forecasting
FUTUREGROUND: The Design Research Society Conference, Monash University, Melbourne, Australia, 17-21 November 2004
T: +44 (0) 161 295 6159 | E: m.d.evans@salford.ac.uk

seven stages are: Emerging, Incoming, Pre-peak, Peak, Post-peak, Outgoing,
Decline (Marketing Directions 2000)
2.5 Futurology: The systematic forecasting of the future based upon present
trends is seen by Woudhuysen (2003) as the ‘pop’ word for forecasting. Its
history can be traced back to the eighteenth century and this marked the
beginnings of Futurology as we know it.
2.6 Foresight: The human capacity to think ahead and consider, model, create
and respond to future eventualities and possibilities. In Foresight, experts
offer opinions that are aggregated to form a view of possible futures, which
can be used to guide policy. Based on knowledge on how things will be, not
on how they are now, Foresight is more reliable and informative than the
simple extrapolation of forecasts, where one overlooked internal factor may
throw out the whole calculation (DFFN 2003). Foresight involves
constructively bringing awareness of long-term challenges and opportunities
into more immediate decision-making, It is a systematic, participatory futureintelligence gathering, and medium to long-term visioning-building process
aimed at present-day decisions and mobilized joined actions (FOREN 2001).
2.7 Scenario Planning: A technique that helps organisations think the
unthinkable by creating alternative stories, or scenarios, about how the future
might pan out. With its basis in the Rand Corporation in the 1940s, developed
by Herman Khan at the Hudson Institute in the 1960s, and further developed
by Shell in the 1970s, scenario planning is widely used within many major
corporations (Dearlove 2002). Shoemaker (1991) describes a scenario as a
detailed exploration of a future possibility, a ‘script-like characterisation of a
possible future presented in considerable detail, with special emphasis on
causal connections, internal consistency, and concreteness’
Perry & Puglisi (2002) identify the most important characteristic of
scenarios is that they are hypothetical. Scenarios are not meant to represent
anything other than a draft, a sketch of a hypothetical future. The aim is that of
singling out and underlining the ‘ramification points’ of the future and to
underline which are the factors that determine one direction rather than
another.
3. Envisioning and the role of design
3.1 The approach of the visioning processes is that images of the future affect our
present behaviours, guide our choices, and affect our decisions, or, as Bell (1997)
argues ‘help to shape the historical actions that people take’. An approach that uses
visions and imagining is basically an approach that studies desired futures rather
than probable and possible ones, and gives emphasis to values (Masini 1999).
Visioning methods aim to set the imagination free and to build images of
ideal worlds. Methods used to provide insights to the way the world may be in
the future are varied. They can provide insights to multiple futures rather than
a single prediction and this where the value of the designers input into
envisioning these multiple futures is acknowledged. Designer’s ability to
transform abstract theories into tangible entities should not be
underestimated. Its value can help to transform the fortunes of a company.
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The introduction the Apple iMac is acknowledged to have rescued the failing
company. The input from Apple’s designers is recognized to have been
central to the success of the product. Perry & Puglisi (2002) state that
visioning work is organised in six main steps:
−
−
−
−
−
−

Identification of present problems
Recognition of past successes
Exploration of wishes for the future
Definition of goals for the future
Identification of the resources available and of key actors to be involved
in order to reach the goals
Vision and action plan construction

3.2 The input of design in the development of strategy is not employed
consistently within organisations. In some instances, design plays a pivotal
role in formulating strategy, for example in such forward thinking organisations
as Dyson and Apple. Yet there are many organisations where design is not
seen appropriate to operate at strategic or board level.
Strategies create futures. Futures cannot be determined by analysis
alone. The word ‘strategy’ describes ‘an underlying logic beneath the flow of
decisions which creates the future’ (Bruce & Bessant 2002). Designers play a
key role in providing firms with raw material for making decisions. If they are
performing their proper function they open ‘doors of opportunity’. They help
decision makers explore alternative futures. Weick (1995) notes their task is
to invent, discover and communicate ways to advance the collective sense
making of the about what to do next.
Bruce & Bessant (2002) identify that designers play three roles as they
open doors of opportunity. These roles can be in tension. Firstly, designers
extend managers’ notions of what is possible. Secondly, they substantiate
possibilities by making a glimmer of an idea into a proposal. Lastly, they fight
for their ideas, thereby introducing functional abrasion into management
decision-making processes.
Design is a synthetic enterprise, drawing information and ideas form
many disciplines. Poggenpohl (2002) argues that design is of prime
importance as it envisions the future and we all have a stake in the future. It
stimulated the artefacts that we desire as solutions to various problems, ideas
for how to use technology in more sympathetic ways, or how to provide
pleasurable and stimulating information and much more.
3.3 Woudhuysen (1992) conveys a fundamental problem with envisioning the
future: ‘When you are in the futurology business there are three problems that
you run into. First of all, you’re wrong. Second of all, you get the timing wrong
even when you’re right. And third of all, when you’re right you’re never
believed’. There is a fundamental obstacle supporters of the notion of
futurology need to overcome. Experts in the field do not profess to be able to
see into the future in a crystal ball gazing manner. ‘Forecasters have never
claimed to be able to see into the future. What they do claim, and it is this that
sees clients from hard-headed industries such as the automotive sector pay
considerable sums for trends dossiers, is that they simply look a little more
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closely at the present that the rest of us’ (Ward 2002a). The methods used to
envision the future are what they should be measured against.
3.4 In any envisioning activities, timescale is a key factor in the accuracy of
predictions. As identified, a forecast - which is generally not point-specific to
time or place, allows a broad set of possibilities to be identified. Here
sweeping statements can be made without reference to a specific point in
time. A prediction, a specific, usually quantitative statement about some future
outcome does necessitate a more time centred focus. The longer the time
scale of time horizon the envisioning deals with, the less specific and
generalised the statements become. Evans (2003) identifies the further into
the future we look – the more conceptual our approach - the broader, less
defined these insights become. The focus or narrative of these predictions
alters with an extended timescale. The further into the future the focus, a less
object-orientated approach is utilised.
Futures Studies aim to look at longer time horizons than most forecasts
can do, typically studying the world 10 to 50 years from now. It is accepted in
Future Studies that we cannot be certain about long-term changes. Futurists
explore and describe alternative, possible and preferable futures rather than
looking at single predictions. They see the future as ‘a dimension to be
shaped by present action and decisions whose impact and consequences
have to be analysed’ (Perry & Puglisi 2002). They see the future as a
dimension to be shaped by present action and decisions whose impact and
consequences have to be analysed. Bell (1997) states that futures
researchers use both qualitative and quantitative methodologies where
traditional forecasting tends to rely more on purely quantitative tools.
3.5 Bruce & Bessant (2002) identify the importance of trend and ‘futures’
information within the embodiment phases of the design process while
Mavrommati (2001) discusses the importance of trend prediction in the
creative process. It is interesting that ‘the designer’ is not mentioned in this
process, yet the importance of ‘trends’ are. The methods that designers use in
relation to trend prediction are somewhat adhoc. There are many designers
who see trend prediction as an ‘add on’ to the design process, not
acknowledging the importance it can hold. It is able to contribute to the
creative and design development process by providing information of prime
importance. This said, designers in certain contexts do employ processes that
contribute to the trend process. Although organisations are aware of their
importance some do not undertake any form of formal prediction or
forecasting.
4. Case Study: Design for Future Needs
4.1 The Design for Future Needs project, run for the European Commission
by a group of European design and business organisations, researched how
design techniques for envisioning the future can benefit EC decision-makers
foresight planning and policy work. The project aimed to help them respond to
emerging issues and trends from environmental pressures to technological
change.
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The purpose of the project was to explore the support that each activity design and Foresight - gives presently and could give in future to the other.
Lessons learnt from this study could improve business strategy and policymaking.
A ‘scoping study’ was conducted to identify current design forecasting
practices in various market sectors and regions within the European Union
(EU). The initial aim was an attempt to understand ‘how actual design
processes were shaping the future of society’ (DFFN 2003). This produced a
database of significant examples of design forecasting allowing partners to
identify relevant projects for further consideration. The key findings identified
that design does not comprise of a neat set of defined ‘scientific’ methods.
There are no specific methods that are used exclusively on particular
undertakings, such as long-term projects for example. This said, it was
identified that these methods share some distinctive qualities: They are all
user focused; they involve participation; collaboration and dialogue between
diverse groups; and they result not just in a future vision but plural visions
(DFFN 2003). In addition, an important conclusion was design methods have
huge potential to augment Foresight studies and increase their impact.
Evidence was forthcoming to support this.
Four in depth case studies were undertaken allowing a more informed
overview of the interface of design and Foresight. The case studies were:
−
−
−
−

BAA’s Terminal 5 at Heathrow: a £3billion long-term project with a
designed lifetime of 50 years
Humantec: small and medium sized office furniture
Whirlpool Europe: fabric care futures
Decathalon: sports equipment

The DFFN project clearly shows that the design-Foresight connection is
two-way. Both design and Foresight have the greatest potential when used
during the early stages of a project, but they may be brought in different
sequence and interwoven in various ways according to nature of the project.
Both elements were handled in this versatile way in these cases.
4.2 Key findings
The scope of the DFFN project, both in its breath and depth, allowed numerous
insights to be formed. The following is an extract from the key findings of the project
(DFFN 2003)
4.3 Foresight-in-design: In long-term projects especially, the kind of design employed
already embraces many traditional Foresight activities. Nevertheless, it was felt that
formal Foresight, in addition to the intuited or tacit knowledge of designers, could
greatly strengthen the design role.
4.4 Design-in-Foresight: Visionary design leadership shown during the early stages
of a project can provide a framework for more successful presentation and
interpretation of Foresight research.
4.5 A plethora of futures: A plethora of Foresight-based design visualizations of the
future is better than one. This encourages all to treat the visions casually, to add to
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them, reject some, pick and mix and so on, because not too much is riding on any
one future concept.
4.6 Keep it vague: In extreme cases, there is evidence that companies ignore
Foresight research unless its contents are presented in tangible form. Once this was
done, interest focused not, as might be expected, on the visual concept, but on the
fundamental research data of which it was a representation. The use of scenarios
helps to visualize precisely the needs of the user without giving a rigid solution.
Concepts worked best when they were ‘not a template but a springboard’
4.7 Don’t just depict—communicate: It’s not enough just to depict a range of future
visions. These design visualizations of Foresight research must be such as to
promote action and decision-making. They must communicate widely across
disciplines and stakeholder groups and provide a focus for constructive debate.
4.8 Small business, big change: Even small-scale Foresight input can be valuable
especially when condensed to provocative short statements. This proved highly
informative to designers creating new products. Here is a way that small businesses
take advantage of Foresight and inform themselves of the likely effect of big
changes, leading to greater innovation, reduced risk and increased competitiveness.
4.9 Image as innovator: Backed by Foresight research, a company can be
emboldened to put forward a dramatic innovation, which may seize the public
imagination. Whereas in the past consumers might have been confused by
presentation of something that is merely a representation of future thinking rather
than a forthcoming product, it was felt that now the public can appreciate what is
going on. Such concepts were used to elicit feedback for the development of later,
real-market designs, but they were also found to serve a valuable function of
enhancing the company’s image as an innovator.
5. Conclusions
The interface of design and Foresight can result in gains for all involved. The
methods utilised within this area are varied across the sector and are still
often adhoc. As no commonly accepted approach is employed across the
whole sectors, there is room for the development of a more structured and
defined methodology.
The notion that forecasting is just ‘research’ is met by a level of derision
by its practitioners. McCullagh takes exception to this notion stating
futurologists and forecasters are “as much ‘researchers’ as designers are
‘sketchers’” (McCullagh in Ward 2002b). He explains that ‘research is
analogous to sketching for designers: it is a means to an end’.
The methods employed to communicate ‘forecasted’ information utilises
a number of approaches. Visual information is all-important as this is where
designer’s strengths often lie. This alone is not sufficient to articulate all of the
nuances or information involved. Stories or scenarios are commonplace,
especially where the timescale of these predictions is extended. The further
into the future we look – the more conceptual our approach - the broader, less
defined these insights become. Evans (2003) argues that factual information
is appropriate but in general, it is not the driving factor in such cases.
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The importance of a multidisciplinary approach is acknowledged.
Activities include not only the valued input of designers, but also a selection of
perspectives from experts from various backgrounds. This is an area that the
author feels a level of commonality between organisations undertaking
envisioning is evident. The use of input from outside of design is seen as a
strength very much worth building upon.
Future plans include the development of envisioning tools specific to
the design sector. A series of pilot projects are planned to evaluate current
methods with the intention of informing the development of tailored
envisioning tools and techniques. A number of organisations within the design
industry have been identified as collaborative partners.
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